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covered ground and a few yards of the frozen surface of the Neva.
A sentry passed beneath me. I went on in the darkness. Once I
fell into a shallow pit. Something damp brushed across my face
and there was a flutter like wings, A bat or an owl, perhaps. In
other places rats scurried before me. Suddenly I heard a muffled
volley of rifle-fire. The warder's fears had been realized and an
attack had begun then.
It was impossible to tell from where the shooting was coming.
I decided to push on in the same direction. Twice I came to cross-
passages and heard sounds of men running and voices. Intermittent
shots were also audible. Still I held on until I came to a window,
high in the wall this time and protected again by iron bars. It was
not difficult to clamber up. I had only to make sure no one outside
could observe me.
In front of me was a snow-covered open space in the centre
of which was a blazing fire. There was a wall behind it and a group
of men armed with a miscellaneous collection of ancient and modern
weapons. I couldn't see what they were doing by the wall, the
crowd was too thick, but their attention seemed to be concen*
trated on something in the centre. Close by the camp-fire a terribly
repulsive-looking Chinaman was going through the pockets of a
jacket. He stripped off his own top-garment, donned the jacket,
and strolled over to the crowd, where I lost him. The rifle-fire had
ceased but the crowd by the wall was arguing and gesticulating.
At last they opened out in the middle and left a clear ring in which
a man was left standing alone. He was in his shirt and trousers.
His hands were tied behind his back. The red glow of the fire fell
full on his face and revealed it to me quite clearly. There was a
gash on the forehead from which the blood was trickling. When
I saw the face I was petrified with horror. I tried to shout but the
sound died in my throat and I could only emit a wheezing gurgle*
The Chinaman stepped in front of the man in the shirt and
pushed close up to his face an old-fashioned muzzle-loading blunder-
buss. In the sudden spell-bound silence of the crowd around them
he pulled the trigger. There was an ear-splitting crash and a cloud
of smoke. In an instant the crowd was pushing round again, eager
to see what happens when you shoot a man's face off.
I dropped from the window and ran -without stopping along
the pitch-dark passage, stumbling, falling, scrambling, until I had
crossed the courtyard, leaving all doors wide behind me, and was
safe in my cell, where I threw myself on my bed face down and cried
Kke a woman. The man whose face I had seen blown away with
the Chinaman's blunderbuss was my merry, lovely, music-hall
ditty-singing room-mate, K-----.